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Ellie



This time she’s dead for sure.


I rattle the door handle, being careful not to squish the contents of the brown paper bag I’m holding in one hand, and rap my knuckles on the glass. Louder, more insistent. It’s a hard one to balance, getting enough volume to attract the attention of an eighty-two-year-old woman who refuses to accept her hearing isn’t as sharp as it once was, while also trying to listen intently for any noises coming from within the house.


‘Nan?’


Knock knock.


I try to peer through the lacy net curtains she insists on having because they help keep the flies out, but the whole point of them is to block prying eyes, so all I can make out is the outline of the couch against the pale wall behind it, and the window of the dining room.


‘Nan!’


Finally, some movement. The hall door swings open and I watch as her figure potters into the lounge and towards the sliding door. While she fiddles with the dicky lock, I close my eyes and take a deep breath to slow my heart rate down. She’s going to be the death of me one of these days, I’m not even kidding.


‘Steady on,’ she says, sliding the door open and pulling aside the nets. ‘Where’s the fire?’


Alfie pushes past her and starts sniﬃng the air around me enthusiastically. I drop a hand to his silky head and lift the paper bag out of his reach.


I blink at her nonchalant manner. ‘Why was the door locked? And why did it take you so long to answer the door? I was worried you’d had another heart attack.’


‘I was in the bath.’


For the first time I notice she’s in her dressing gown. ‘So? Since when do you lock the door when you’re having a bath? You don’t even normally shut the bathroom door, let alone shut up the house.’


She sniffs. ‘Since that poor unsuspecting man copped an eyeful.’


I squeeze my eyes closed for a second, not sure I want to hear the answer to the question I’m about to ask. ‘What have you done now?’


‘Me? I’ve done nothing. Just been relaxing in the privacy of my own home. He was the one who came wandering up the wrong driveway. Certainly got more than he bargained on, that’s for sure.’ She chuckles. ‘It’s his heart you should be worried about. Never seen someone go so pale.’


‘What man?’


She waves a hand dismissively. ‘I don’t know, some kind of salesman.’


Alfie’s cold, damp nose snuffles its way into my hand as he inhales the delicious smells of my day. Nan, bored with the conversation already, turns and heads towards the kitchen.


I follow her inside, making sure to wipe my feet properly on the welcome mat first. My grandmother is as house-proud as they come. She decorated this place herself half a century ago, and despite the interior-design crazes that have come and gone since, she hasn’t felt the urge to update the look. Everything is peach or pastel pink, sometimes both together, and made out of embroidered lace and satin. Even the artificial flowers in the vase on the sideboard are colours not usually seen in nature. Alfie trails after us, or more specifically, the paper bag. I place it on the bench and he sniffs at the air longingly.


‘What was he selling?’ I ask, pulling out one of the bar stools and perching on top.


‘Who?’


‘The salesman.’


‘No idea. I couldn’t understand a word he was saying.’


‘Why, was he speaking another language?’


‘No.’


I lift the paper bag up while she wipes underneath it, even though the Formica benchtop is as shiny and clean as the day it was installed. ‘Then how do you not know what he was selling?’


She lines the sponge back up in its place beside the sink, and sighs exasperatedly. ‘He was going on about nets, and fibres and cables. I think he might have been . . . ’ her nose scrunches up, ‘a knitting salesman?’


It takes about four seconds for me to connect the dots, and when I do, I have to suppress a smile. ‘Do you think, maybe, that he might possibly have been from a company that sells internet services? Like an internet service provider?’


‘How should I know? He should say so if that’s the case.’


‘I suspect he tried.’


‘Well, whatever he was selling, I told him I wasn’t interested, and off he went.’


‘Probably to the nearest bar to have a stiff whisky if he really did see you in the nude.’


She points a shaky finger at me. ‘I’ll have you know I was quite the looker in my time.’


‘Yes, your time . . . which was a long time ago.’


‘Oh ha ha. You can laugh. Time and gravity catches up with us all. You might have a gorgeous little figure now – which you have me to thank for, by the way – but one day you’ll be scaring salesmen away too,’ she warns.


‘No I won’t, because I’m not going to be walking around my house naked when I’m eighty-two.’


‘It’s my house. If I want to air out my bits, I’ll do so. It’s good for them.’


‘Eww, Nan.’


‘Speaking of bits . . . ’ Her tone shifts. ‘He was quite nice-looking, for a salesman. Nice eyes. Kind smile.’


I cringe. ‘Please tell me you didn’t.’


She blinks innocently. ‘Didn’t want?’


‘Set me up on a blind date with a stranger.’


‘Of course I didn’t.’


My shoulders sag with relief. ‘Thank God.’


‘Only because he was already married.’


‘Nan!’


‘Well excuse me for looking out for my granddaughter’s happiness,’ she says. ‘You’ve been on what, four dates this summer? Home by eleven every time, and not one of them came back with you.’


‘Have you been spying on me?’


‘Of course,’ she replies, completely unabashed.


‘That is wrong on so many levels. Anyway, it was three dates, and I can’t help if I wasn’t attracted to any of them.’


‘You’re too fussy, that’s your problem.’


‘I’m not fussy, I’m just not going to settle for someone who doesn’t do it for me.’


‘Ellie, they’d all have done it for you if you’d given them half a chance.’


‘We are not having another conversation about sex.’


‘Why not? You think your mother was immaculately conceived?’


‘La-la-la-la-la, not listening.’ I stick my fingers in my ears until she stops talking. ‘Anyway, I’m perfectly happy with you and Alfie.’ At the mention of his name, his ears prick up hopefully. His eyes have barely left the paper bag.


‘An octogenarian and a dog who spends most of the day licking his own arse.’ She arches her eyebrows. ‘Aren’t you the lucky one.’


‘I’m happy.’


‘You could be happier.’


‘Yes, I could, if you stop trying to set me up with any man who crosses your path.’


‘What’s wrong with that mechanic guy you used to go out with? Oh, what’s his name?’


I feel my stomach tighten. ‘Logan.’


‘That’s the one. You two were love’s young dream once. The whole town thought you’d end up married with a family.’


‘Yeah, well, the whole town was wrong. It was a teenage crush that fizzled out like most teenage crushes do. We’re ancient history,’ I say brusquely, in an attempt to shut the conversation down. It fails. When it comes to my love life, Nan is relentless.


‘Doesn’t have to be,’ she says. ‘I saw the way he was watching you at Chloe’s engagement party.’


‘The way he watches me,’ I point out, ‘is inappropriate. He has a girlfriend.’


‘Girlfriend or not, he still has feelings for you. It’s as obvious as the nose on my face.’


‘Any feelings he might have are not reciprocated,’ I say, hopping off the stool and pushing it back underneath the bench. ‘Logan and I were over a long, long time ago, OK? So, and I mean this in the nicest possible way, keep your obvious nose to yourself. Oh, and stop molesting perfect strangers to see if they’ll date me. It’s humiliating.’


She sighs. ‘It’s not that I don’t love having you back here,’ she says. ‘You know I do. But I can’t help feeling guilty about everything you’ve given up. Whatever you say, I know how much you loved your job and the glamorous lifestyle that came with it.’


‘You didn’t ask me to give up my job,’ I remind her. ‘It was my choice and I did it willingly. You’re more important to me than any job. Besides, don’t believe everything you see on the TV. It’s not as glamorous as it looks.’


I feel a pang, though, even as I say it. I mean every word: my grandmother is more important to me than anything. But she’s right. I did love my job as head chef on a superyacht, and I worked bloody hard to get as far as I did. Starting as a lowly steward on a smaller yacht in the Mediterranean, I worked long hours for little pay for eight months before a French chef named Christophe took a chance on my burgeoning interest in learning to cook. A no-nonsense kind of guy, he was impressed by my work ethic and the fact that I stayed out of the typical onboard drama: the excess drinking and crew jumping from one bed to another. In my time off, I’d hang around his galley, watching and learning, and after a few months of that, he hired me as his assistant and we moved to a bigger yacht sailing out of the Caribbean.


I spent the next two years learning the intricacies of five-star cuisine from him, before he retired. On his recommendation, the yacht’s owners promoted me to be his replacement. It was a huge responsibility; after all, clients paid upwards of $140,000 to hire the yacht for just one week, so they expected, and deserved, the best. I quickly earned industry respect and was headhunted twice for higher-paid jobs on even more expensive superyachts, but when Nan’s health took a turn for the worse and she ended up in hospital, I knew it was time to come home. It wasn’t easy leaving that life behind, but I’ve never regretted the decision. Not once. My grandmother is the only family I have left. Nothing’s as important as that. Nothing.


‘Anyway,’ she carries on, waving a hand in the air, ‘you don’t need to worry about me any more. I’m as good as I was before the heart attack, maybe even better thanks to all the “lifestyle changes” the doctor had me make.’ She mutters the two words darkly.


‘Those changes are keeping you alive.’


‘Go back to the boats, I’ll be fine.’


‘No. I’m staying right here. And I’m getting tired of having this same conversation over and over.’


She changes tack. ‘I just want you to be happy.’


‘I told you, I am happy.’


‘Settled down, then. Married, with children. This town is too small, you’re not going to meet anyone here. Not anyone decent, anyway.’


‘If it’s meant to happen, it will. I’m not in any rush.’


‘Fine.’ She throws her hands up in defeat. ‘Ignore my dying wish.’


‘You’re not dying any time soon,’ I say, fervently hoping I’m right.


Her face softens. ‘I’m not planning on it, no. But you know no one has control over these things. When I do die, I want to go knowing that you’re OK.’


‘There’s more to life than finding a husband.’


‘You know what I mean.’


Leaning over, I give her a kiss on the cheek, and her skin rustles like paper. ‘I’m staying right here with you. No arguments. Now, do you need me to do anything before I take Alfie for a run?’


She eyes the paper bag hopefully. ‘Is that for me?’


‘It’s Wednesday, isn’t it?’ I slide it halfway towards her. She pulls it the rest of the way and picks it up cautiously, like we’re doing a drug deal. Unrolling the top, she peers inside.


She has a wicked sweet tooth, my nan, and before I came back, she’d think nothing of having a cup of tea and a large slice of cake with buttercream icing for her dinner. No point cooking a proper meal for one, she protested when I discovered just how bad things had gotten. Not a single vegetable in the fridge, but seven kinds of cheeses, four processed meat products, and far too many biscuits, chocolate or otherwise. Out it went, all of it, and now I make sure she eats the foods the doctors recommend. Green leafy vegetables. Fruit smoothies. Wholegrain crackers and bread. Low-fat cheese, margarine and milk. I do allow her the occasional treat, though, every Wednesday, otherwise I’d never hear the end of it. And because I happen to agree with her when she says there has to be some enjoyment in life.


‘Ooh,’ she coos when she clocks the cream-filled jam doughnut inside the bag. ‘Jackpot. Thanks, love.’


‘Savour it,’ I say, reaching for Alfie’s leash, which hangs on a hook with various old keys and a cap that used to belong to my grandfather. ‘Because if you try and set me up with a stranger again, I’ll completely cut off the supply.’


‘You wouldn’t.’


‘Try me.’


I head out to the back yard, where my home is. Some people might consider living in an old railway carriage in your grandmother’s yard at the ripe old age of twenty-nine to be a bit . . . tragic. Once upon a time I’d probably have thought the same. When I was five, my mother and I moved here after my parents’ divorce left her with no money and nowhere else to go. She hated returning to the small town in which she grew up. Hated it with a passion. Saw it as a sign of her failure in life. Divorced. A single mother. It ate away at her, and though I can’t be sure it caused the cancer that grew in her bowel, it probably didn’t help. She died when I was eight, and I barely remember her. Afterwards, my father made a token offer for me to come and live with him and his new family, but Nan’s house was where I felt most at home, where I belonged. Besides, I didn’t want to leave her alone after the death of her only daughter.


I bought and renovated the carriage myself when I moved back two years ago, because as much as I adore my grandmother, I knew that the two of us living under the same roof was a recipe for disaster. We are both independent, stubborn women, and we both need our own space. When I saw the carriage come up in an online auction, I fell in love with it straight away and knew I had to have it, despite the fact that it was run-down, leaking and full of spiders and dead birds. It took me almost eight months to get it to a liveable standard, doing some of the work myself but also relying on friends and the odd tradesman. We stripped it right back and then rebuilt it into the snug, waterproof home it is today. My bedroom, complete with a tiny en suite, is down one end, the kitchen sits in the middle, and a living area fills the other end. It even has a small fireplace to keep the place warm in winter. It’s small and cosy, but I’ve lived in ship’s cabins and slept in bunk beds that were much smaller, so to me the space feels luxurious. Every time I step inside, I feel instantly calm.
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The potholes on the road leading over to the peninsula are even bigger than I remember, and I wince as the car hits a particularly deep one. I check the rear-view mirror in case the blow has knocked something off the undercarriage of the car, but there’s nothing left sitting in the road behind, thank God, and I exhale gratefully. The car’s a rental, and the insurance excess that the guy behind the counter rattled off disinterestedly as he brushed over the contract was eye-watering. The old me would have challenged it, demanded a cheaper rate, but the new me knows there are far more important things in life to worry about. Besides, that mere three-hour nap I had on an eleven-hour flight will catch up with me before too long, and I’d rather have my head on a pillow when it does.


There’s also the fact that I’ve been dreading this moment for the past four months, ever since I made the decision to pack up my life and come back here. Now that I’m close to my final destination, I have an overwhelming urge to just hurry up and get there. Get it over with quickly, like ripping off a Band-Aid. I come around a bend and there it is. Seclusion Bay. Picturesque, with its white sand beach and blue waters. The town itself is small, four blocks of trendy little shops, surrounded by residential suburbs. It’s expanded quite a bit since I was last here, I notice as I drive through, my stomach a ball of mixed feelings.


Jesus. I was expecting my grandfather’s place to look neglected – as far as I’m aware, no one has been out here for a couple of years at least, since his death – but still, I’m taken aback as I pull into the driveway and the full state of it is revealed. It’s unkempt. The garden’s overrun with weeds, the trees are taller, the bushes . . . bushier. As for the lawn . . . well. I’m not even sure a normal lawnmower will be up to this task. It’s my fault, I should have organised someone to look after it, but it was a case of out-of-sight, out-of-mind. I cast my mind back to how it looked when my grandparents lived here and feel ashamed. Someone else I’ve let down, even though they’re not alive to see it.


Turning the engine off, I’m tempted to stay in the car and close my eyes – the jet lag and months of sleepless nights have taken their toll – but I know I’d merely be prolonging the inevitable. Being back here after all this time is hard enough, for many reasons. I don’t want to think about what I’ve left behind, or how I’ve uprooted my life as I’ve known it for the last six years. It still doesn’t feel real, but then again, not much has these past couple of years.


The air is warm and sticky when I climb out of the car and stretch my back, hearing a pop of protest. I swear to God, airline seats have shrunk in size since I first travelled overseas, years ago. Either that or the human race has doubled in size, which is entirely possible. I’ve certainly grown. I left a young man, fresh out of university, eager to explore the world. I’ve returned older, jaded, weary. Not fat, though. Any excess weight I might have been carrying has peeled off since the funeral. My appetite just isn’t the same when faced with cooking for only one.


I become aware of a low hum and realise the twilight cricket chorus is warming up. Soon they’ll fill the night air with their song, at once both soothing and deeply annoying. From experience, I know that in a few nights I’ll barely even notice them any more. Their sound will become part of the background, just as the sound of the waves rushing the beach will, and the sound of twenty-four-hour traﬃc did back in the city I have just left behind. When I first moved there, I thought I’d never be able to sleep again. But I got used to it.


I haven’t been here in ten years, and yet the smell of salt in the air is at once familiar. I’d recognise the scent of this beach anywhere in the world. Something stirs in my stomach, reminding me that as much as I don’t want to be back here, I once loved this place.


I get my bags out of the back seat of the car and close the door. The alarm chirrups when I push the button. I just need to get inside. Blow off the cobwebs. Pop the cap off one of the beers I purchased at the superette, and sleep. After that . . . I have no idea.


The house is still a shrine to my grandmother and her minimalist Scandinavian tastes. My grandfather’s were more eclectic, thanks to his travels, but he adored my grandmother to the bones, so whatever made her happy made him happy. Consequently, everything is either white or wooden, with occasional pops of grey. It always felt a bit sterile to me, though sandy tracks across floorboards never bothered my grandmother and her broom. I head for the one room I always felt at home in, pausing with my hand on the door handle to mutter a silent plea that nothing has been changed since his death.


Nothing has changed. It’s messier, definitely, but after my grandmother died of breast cancer, there was no one left to prompt my grandfather into keeping anything tidy. Stacks of books teeter on the desk, and on the little side table beside the old yellow couch. Its seat is still sunken from the weight of him and the many hours he spent there. I can almost make out the imprint of his behind. Everything is coated with a thin layer of dust, or sand. A mixture of both, probably. Even though the house has been locked up tight, the beach has a habit of finding its way in through cracks under doorways and loose window panes, the same way it has a habit of finding its way into your soul.


I trail a finger along the edge of his desk, disturbing the dust, and picture him there, with the light of the little brass lamp pooling on the large map of the world that covers the surface. It sits under a glass layer, to preserve it from time and the grubby fingerprints of grandchildren.


He would call me in and we’d huddle together on the oversized black chair while he pointed out all the beaches in all the countries around the world where he had surfed when he was younger. Like a pirate, he’d fill my head with tales of lands far away, of people made of sand and salt, of nights around campfires, rum-soaked songs lifted on balmy air to the starry heavens. Of waves as tall as skyscrapers and water every shade of blue and green you could possibly imagine. It wasn’t all magical, though. He’d also ghoulishly describe all the gory injuries he’d seen. A calf muscle sliced to the bone by a wayward fin. Skin peeled away by coral, nerves exposed, agonising screams. Bones snapped by angry waves. One friend left paralysed after being dumped on his head. Another friend, Neil, shot in the chest by robbers somewhere in South America.


He was thirty-one when he travelled to Hoddevik in Norway to surf and met my grandmother in a bar in Oslo. Before she even finished pouring his drink he was in love, or so he would tell the story. He couldn’t explain how he knew, other than it was simply a certainty that he felt in his head and in his heart. He knew he’d met the woman he would marry. And he did.


To a young boy, it all sounded tremendously exciting, and I yearned to follow in his adventurous footsteps. It seems a preposterous idea now, that kind of life, but years ago, clutching my freshly printed structural-engineer qualification, I boarded a plane to Hong Kong, determined to carve out my own adventure. I never made it any further. Six months after I arrived, I fell in love with a woman named Mei, and two years after that, we were married. It was a good marriage. A happy marriage. We lived a pleasant life, and had begun making plans for the future.


Almost two years ago, she was crossing the road when she was hit by a car driven by an elderly man who should never have been behind the wheel. Confused, he accelerated when he should have braked. My wife died on a street corner, her hand held by a stranger. I never got to say goodbye.
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The sun is a fuzzy peach bobbing on the horizon as I head back around the last little jutting headland and onto the main beach, pulling the AirPods from my ears and tucking them into my shorts pocket as I slow my pace down. I touch my smartwatch to turn off the music, and am pleased to see that my time for the four and a half kilometres was a little faster than usual, probably because I was in a hurry thanks to the late start.


There are still a few people around, although barely any compared to a few weeks ago, when the summer influx of crowds was here for New Year. Seclusion Bay lives up to its name for ten months of the year, but December and January it heaves under an invasion of out-of-towners, here for the beautiful beaches and a nostalgic slice of small-town life.


Visually, Seclusion Bay appears part of an island, although technically it’s not really an island, not by the dictionary definition. A sliver of land called an isthmus connects us to the mainland. It’s narrow, no more than fifty metres wide. The road along it is flanked by the sea on both sides, and in summer, when traﬃc is particularly heavy, it bottlenecks as four lanes on the mainland taper off to the two older ones that run across to our town. It was never designed for that amount of traﬃc, and it shows. The council keep plugging the potholes that develop every summer, but it’s a temporary fix only, and at some point soon they’ll have to redo the whole road, with a plan to widen it when they do.


For those two high-summer months, the streets fill with cars and the cafés, bars and shops with people as holidaymakers arrive at the motor camp and the increasing number of new-build holiday homes on our small patch of land. Some local residents even list their properties on Airbnb for the summer and bugger off elsewhere. It’s a great way to make a lot of money fast and avoid the crowds. In fact, most of the businesses here make the bulk of their yearly earnings over the summer, at least enough to see them through the leaner winter months when barely anyone visits.


For the most part, the people who flock here are well behaved. Because while we may be a fashionable destination, in a niche kind of way, thankfully there’s a much hotter place to be up the coast. Only a half-hour drive from here, Whitehaven Beach is longer, sandier and more family-swimfriendly thanks to the gentle slope of the sea floor. The town is also bigger, with more brand-name shops, always popular with the younger crowd.


‘Hey, Ellie, nice run?’


I turn to see Keith, one of the ageing hippies who’ve lived here since the dawn of time, heading into the water, his board tucked underneath his arm. He’s the kind of guy who says ‘Cowabunga, dude’ without a trace of irony. Harmless and completely at peace in his little corner of the world.


‘Yeah, it was, thanks,’ I reply, reaching down to unclip Alfie from his leash. He quivers in anticipation, and as soon as I release him he’s off, galloping towards the water like he was a greyhound in a previous life, ears flapping in the wind, tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth. He hits the water and bounds joyfully through the foamy shallows. It’s hands-down his favourite part of our run, and he’s earned it.


I tip my head towards the open water. ‘Looks like it’s starting to go off out there,’ I say to Keith. ‘Enjoy.’


He winks at me. ‘I always do. See you in the morning?’


‘You know it. Bright and early, where else would I be?’ I watch Keith paddle out for a few minutes, keeping one eye on Alfie, who has bounded over to a group of kids. One of them picks up a bit of driftwood and hurls it for him to fetch. If he’s hoping Alfie will bring it back to him, he’s going to be disappointed. Giving back balls/sticks/anything-he’s-not-supposed-to-have-in-his-mouth is one trick Alfie has never quite mastered. Instead, he’ll make you chase him and attempt to prise the object from his clenched jaws. Sure enough, he dives on the stick and streaks off down the beach, howling children chasing him. I’m not worried. He’ll come back eventually. He always does.


I watch Keith carving up a wave offshore, his white track like a vein through a slab of deep green marble. The water looks enticing. Inviting. I figure, why not? Taking off my shoes and socks, I tuck my watch and AirPods into the toe of a shoe and stuff a sock on top.


The sand underfoot is warm from the sun, the water as refreshing as always. I walk out, jumping through the waves. When I’m deep enough, I dive underneath the water, trailing my hand through the soft sand on the seabed. Filtered sunlight scatters down from the surface, as if beamed through a prism. A small school of tiny fish dart away, over to my right. Surfacing, I flip onto my back and float on top of the water for a few moments, loving the feeling of weightlessness. A wave swells underneath me on its way to shore, and I bob over it like a cork. Heavy breathing alerts me to Alfie’s presence at my side, stick still in his mouth, his eyes alight with pure unadulterated joy. He’s a sea creature, same as me, and not for the first time I thank my lucky stars that I grew up in this place.


Feeling revived after our swim, Alfie and I head out of the water and I claim my shoes. Putting wet feet back into socks is an impossible task, as I’ve learned from experience, but the roads towards home have gentle, dry grass verges, so I hold a shoe in each hand and head towards the access track. As I do, something, a sixth sense perhaps, makes me turn my head and look towards a house a few hundred metres away.


A man is standing at the bottom of the lawn, where the grass bleeds into beach tussock. He is too far away for me to make out his features, but there’s something oddly familiar about him. I watch as he whirls around and heads back into the house, closing the door behind him. A light comes on inside and then a curtain is drawn, dimming it. I’m so shocked that I just stand there for a minute or two. It happened so quickly that I could almost believe I’d imagined it, but the light around the curtain is proof that I didn’t.


It can’t be . . . can it?
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My first night back in Seclusion Bay is a restless one. I’d hoped that jet lag and the sea air might do the trick and knock me out, but no. I still toss and turn into the early hours, watching the light from the moon outside slink across a ceiling that is both achingly familiar and completely strange.


What am I doing back here? Apart from the obvious answer, which is that I have nowhere else to go. I am a man without a home. A husband without a wife.


Hong Kong felt . . . wrong after her death. Still, I stayed as long as I could, because it was the only place in the world that she and I had known together. Our home, her favourite shops, our regular restaurant. These places were all painful reminders of her, and yet reminders were what I craved the most. Not in a sadistic, poke-at-the-wound kind of way. I found that being places she had also been brought a small measure of comfort. A temporary antidote to the pain of my loss.


In the months after her death, I needed to feel that pain; in fact I deliberately sought it out. There’s no rulebook, as I discovered, for the grief of losing a spouse. No measure of control over how you feel, or how you react. The first time I realised that I hadn’t thought of her in an hour, I hated myself. Was I forgetting her already? It seemed so disloyal to her memory. And the first time I woke up to find I had encroached onto her side of the bed, I was angry. It was her side. Even if she’d never lie there again.


In the end, my hand was forced by world events. Sure, my homecoming would have happened eventually, but it was only when it became untenable to stay that I knew it was time to leave. Time to head home with my tail between my legs, an adventure abandoned, having never really got off the ground. The relief I felt, though, as I sat at the gate in the airport waiting to leave, was proof that actually I did want – need – to leave Hong Kong. For my own mental health.


When I pull back the curtains in the lounge, the brilliant morning sun falls on the unopened six-pack of beers where I left them on the kitchen island. I didn’t feel like one in the end, after my tour of the house – and the past – the night before. It culminated in a barefoot walk across the overgrown lawn to drink in the sight of the beach. There were very few people around, which was good. I felt like a failure coming back here, after I’d been so adamant all those years ago that I’d never return. But all of that seemed so trivial now.


Just as I turned to come back inside, a flicker of blonde hair caught my eye, further up the beach towards town. A woman emerging from the ocean, reaching up to free her hair from the constraints of a ponytail as the shallow water swirled around her legs as if begging her to stay. Hair freed, she flicked her head a few times, the long, wet tendrils slapping around her neck, falling down her back.


I knew a woman with hair that colour once. A girl. This wasn’t her, I was sure. She’d be long gone by now. But the reminder took my breath away for a moment, and I was almost tempted to get back in the car and leave this town and all those memories behind. But where would I go?










Ellie



‘Here you are, Keith, latte to go.’


‘Thanks, Ellie,’ he says, taking his reusable cup from me. ‘Mahalo.’


His hair is already wet from his morning surf. His wetsuit peeled down to his waist, the empty arms dripping seawater onto the concrete floor. He turns to leave, but then lingers by the cabinet instead. I wait. It’s a game we play every day.


‘Something else I can get you?’ I ask.


He scratches his ribs absent-mindedly. ‘Oh just looking at all this food. You sure make it tempting, don’t you.’


I reach for the tongs and a paper bag and slide open the door on the back of the cabinet. ‘Let me guess, neenish tart?’


‘Yeah, go on,’ he sighs. ‘And a sausage roll, too. I’ll call it an early lunch.’


‘I’ll put it on your tab.’ I smile, handing him the bags. He thanks me again and heads outside to where his board is leaning against one of the outside tables.


‘That’s the breakfast rush over,’ Kelly comments from over near the window, where she’s wiping down a recently vacated table.


‘Mm,’ I agree. ‘Looks like it.’


It’s a tough one. I need the money that the hectic Christmas and New Year crowds bring in, of course, but I’m still not used to the noise and chaos that comes with them. On the yachts, I worked behind the scenes, but here I’m very much front of house too, and it’s been a big adjustment. I prefer these tail-end-of-summer mornings, when most of the holiday crowd have left, bar a few stragglers, and it’s back to the usual local crowd. The pace is easier on all of us: Kelly taking orders, making the coffees, waiting on and clearing the tables; Maxine and Luke out back, preparing the meals and washing the dishes. I float between the two worlds where needed, but prefer the sanctuary of the kitchen.


Maxine is my full-time, year-round chef. She’s been working here almost fifteen years, long before I owned the place, and is so much a part of the furniture that when I bought the business, the previous owner wrote her into the contract as one of the chattels. Luke joins us over the summer break from university, where he’s studying medicine. He plans on being an emergency doctor in a few years’ time, but for now he’s happy loading the industrial dishwasher and assisting Maxine and me when needed. He’s a diligent worker, never late, and saves every penny he earns towards his living costs for the rest of the year. I pay him generously, far more than any of the other cafés would, but I know what it’s like to be out in the world on your own, and after working with all sorts of flaky people on the yachts, I’m impressed by his work ethic. Kelly is a local girl, late teens, not long out of school, still trying to figure out what it is she wants to do with her life. When I hired her four months ago, I could only guarantee her a job over the summer, so the departure of the crowds isn’t quite as welcome to her as it is to me.


Buying the café was one of those fortuitous moments that occasionally the universe drops into your lap. I used to work here while still at high school, a summer weekend job. So I already knew the owner, Bev. When I first came back, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do or even how long I’d be back for, just that I needed to be here for Nan. A conversation with Bev one day while she was making my coffee order led to phone conversations with lawyers, contracts being drawn up and signatures scrawled. Turned out she’d been looking to retire, but only if she knew the business was going to someone who’d love it the way she had. And I do, but it was terrifying at first, knowing that people were now depending on me. Maxine and her husband, Trevor, have a disabled adult child in their care. Trevor can’t work because of an old back injury, so they rely on her income. I bought the café knowing I had to make sure it remained a success. And touch wood, so far I have.


‘I guess you won’t be needing me for much longer,’ Kelly says, coming back behind the counter and tucking the spray bottle and cloth on the shelf underneath the till. ‘Caleb said the campground has almost emptied out; just a few tents and vans left.’


‘Yeah, I’m really sorry. I wish I could keep you on, but . . . ’ I shrug.


‘It’s fine,’ she says. ‘I totally understand. The supermarket was advertising for cashiers again the other week, I’ll hit Jacob up for a job there. He’s, like, trainee manager or something.’


‘Jacob?’


‘That guy I hooked up with on New Year’s Eve, remember? I told you about him.’


‘Ah, yes. That’s right. That guy.’


She grins at me. ‘Yeah, that guy. The one with the really big—’


Seeing a shadow fall near the door as someone slows down outside to enter, I cut her off quickly. ‘I remember.’


‘Like, proper massive.’ She smirks. I love Kelly, she’s a sweetheart, she really is. But she has a habit of oversharing every little detail of her personal life, even the ones that really shouldn’t be shared. Then again, maybe it’s just what young women do nowadays and I’m out of touch.


Sensing the customer approach the counter, I turn, my smile at the ready. ‘Good mor—’


The words die a silent death in my throat, the syllables swallowed, unsaid. He’s older, no doubt about it, but it’s unmistakably him.










Sam



By the time I see her, I’m too far inside the café to flee without it being obvious. But oh God, I wasn’t prepared for this, not at all, and judging by her shell-shocked look, having my face loom in front of her was the last thing she was expecting this morning too.


My whole body goes rigid, in a state of shock, and I stumble, even though the floor is smooth concrete beneath my feet. It’s her, Ellie. The girl who was once my best friend in the entire world. The girl I would have done anything for. The first girl to break my heart.


Now, though, she’s all woman. My eyes drink in the sight of her, as if they’ve been parched for too long. She’s wearing a sleeveless black T-shirt, and her shoulders are tanned and athletic. Her long hair is tied back in a loose ponytail, but it’s the same colour as I remember, a golden blonde like the sand on the beach, streaked with lighter shades bleached by the sun. I realise it was her on the beach last night, and my lips curl involuntarily at the memory of her emerging from the water, her second home.


Every cell inside me urges me to step forward, to touch her, check that she’s real and not some figment of my imagination brought on by being back in this town. But there’s no mistaking it. She says my name, and I know she’s real. Her chest and shoulders rise and fall with each breath she takes, and I wonder if she always breathes so fast or whether it’s because of me. There is a light sheen on her bare arms. Sunscreen, probably. She always was fastidiously SunSmart. Without thinking, I sniff the air, searching for the familiar smell of Hawaiian tropic that I associate with her; a heady mix of coconut and exotic fruit. But all I can smell is coffee and food.


‘Sam?’ she says again, as if she can’t quite believe what her eyes are telling her.


‘Ellie,’ I say. My heart is racing, but I force a casualness I don’t feel. ‘Hi. You look . . . well.’ I flick a glance up at the menu board, trying to gather my thoughts. ‘Can I get a double espresso to go, please.’


She doesn’t move, doesn’t answer, just stares at me as if I’m a ghost, which I am. A ghost from her past who has just walked in and ordered a drink from her as if the last ten years have been nothing but the blink of an eye.


‘Sure.’ A girl standing next to her jumps into action. I hadn’t even noticed her until then. ‘Did you bring a cup with you?’


‘No, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise I needed to.’ I frown. She’s younger than Ellie, in her late teens perhaps.


‘You don’t need to,’ she says. ‘It’s just that we give you fifty cents off if you bring in your own. Reusable ones only, though, none of that Styrofoam crap.’


‘Ah, I see. I’m happy to pay the full price,’ I tell her. I’ll pay anything if it gets me out of here faster.


‘OK.’ She looks curiously between Ellie and me as if she has sensed the tension. ‘We do sell reusable, recyclable cups. Would you like to see them?’


‘No,’ I say, acutely aware that Ellie hasn’t stopped staring at me. It takes all my willpower not to look at her. I know that if I do, I’ll crumble. For the past ten years I’ve thought about the possibility of this moment happening, but imagining it was not the same as actually seeing her. ‘I’m in a bit of a rush, so if you could just . . . ’ I gesture to the machine, aware that I sound rude but too flustered to worry about that right now.


She shrugs. ‘Sure thing.’


Ellie finally speaks again. ‘When did you get back?’


‘Yesterday.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s . . . personal.’


Her eyes widen, and I know why. Once upon a time, there were no secrets between us. We were as close as two people can be. An image creeps into my mind, twelve-year-old Ellie, lanky and lean, her nose freckled from the sun. The two of us lying on our backs in the dunes, hidden from beachgoers by long blades of tussock. Hours passing as we talked about everything and nothing. Ellie rolling over to nestle beside me, her face on my chest, her long hair tickling my chin. Asking me to promise that we’d always be best friends, for ever. The reply slipping effortlessly from my lips, emphatic.


Of course. I promise.


With great effort, I focus on the girl’s movements as she bangs the grinder on the machine and starts preparing my coffee. In my head, I will her to work faster. I need to get out of here. It’s too much. I can’t deal with this right now, not on top of everything else. The last time I saw Ellie, she was crying as I walked away from her, both of us having said horrible things, things that couldn’t be taken back. What the hell is she still doing here?


‘Here you go.’ The girl finally plonks a cup on the counter in front of me, pressing down to make sure the lid is on properly. Steam rises out of the little sip hole, as well as the tantalising scent of coffee that makes my nostrils flare and my stomach growl with anticipation. ‘That’ll be four dollars fifty.’


I pull my wallet out of my back pocket, tapping my card on the screen when the amount flashes up, conscious the whole time of Ellie’s eyes on me. Without waiting for the transaction to complete, I pick up the cup. ‘Thanks,’ I say to the girl. I tilt my head to Ellie and give a tight smile as I turn to leave.


‘Sam, wait,’ she says, but I ignore her and keep walking, hoping she won’t follow.










Ellie



I watch him walk away, feeling utterly confused. That’s it? After all this time, that’s how our reunion goes? Not once, in all the scenarios I have imagined since I last saw this man a decade ago, did I imagine it would happen like this. Not even close. Because just like that, he’s gone, leaving me standing there blinking at the space that mere seconds ago was filled by him.


Oh hell no.


‘Hold the fort,’ I tell Kelly, untying the little black apron from my waist and throwing it on the counter. ‘I’ll be back soon.’


‘No worries,’ she replies. ‘Hey, who was that guy?’


‘An old friend,’ I say, heading for the door.


He’s moving surprisingly fast and is already standing on the kerb, checking for traﬃc and preparing to cross. He’s obviously forgotten the slower pace life tends to move at in this town.


I hear Kelly call out, ‘Wait, a friend? Or a friend friend?’ But I ignore her.


Sam steps onto the tarmac and hurries off.


‘Sam!’


I break into a jog, catching up with him just as he reaches the pavement on the other side of the road, outside the entrance to the hardware shop. I touch his elbow, and he reacts as if I’ve just poked him with a cattle prod, whipping his arm away, spilling his coffee in the process.


‘Dammit,’ he mutters, shaking the hand that’s just been splashed by the scalding liquid.


‘Sorry,’ I say, ignoring the small part of me that isn’t sorry at all. ‘Didn’t you hear me calling you?’


‘Obviously not.’ He wipes his hand on his T-shirt, frowning. I give him a sceptical look. ‘I was pretty loud.’


Finally he looks up. ‘What do you want, Ellie?’


‘I don’t know . . . ’ I trail off, still trying to believe it’s actually him. That he’s standing right here in front of me, large and real. He’s so close I can see the flecks of indigo in his blue eyes. I remember now how up close they look like the surface of a turbulent ocean. His hair is a little darker than it used to be, not quite as blonde, and his skin is pale, like he hasn’t been in the sun for a very long time. I remember the deep tan he used to have, the scattering of freckles across his shoulders.


‘Look,’ he says, ‘I’m just here to sell my grandfather’s house and then I’ll be gone again. So how about we just pretend we didn’t see each other.’


‘Is that really what you want?’


He nods. ‘I think it’s for the best.’


‘Well I think it’s just weird, and that you’re being silly.’


He looks amused briefly. ‘Silly.’


‘Yes. Silly. I know things kind of went a bit horrible back then . . . ’
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